BACKGROUND: Live attenuated varicella vaccines for the prevention of varicella (chickenpox) has been demonstrated both in randomised controlled trials (RCTs) and in population-based immunisation programmes in countries such as the United States. However, many countries do not routinely immunise children against varicella, and exposures continue to occur. Although the disease is often mild, complications such as secondary bacterial infection, pneumonitis and encephalitis occur in about 1% of cases, usually leading to hospitalisation. The use of varicella vaccine in persons who have recently been exposed to the varicella zoster virus has been studied as a form of post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP). OBJECTIVE: To assess the efficacy and safety of vaccines for use as PEP for the prevention of varicella in children and adults.
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Varicella zoster infection is caused by the varicella-zoster virus (VZV), which is transmitted by direct contact from person to person through vesicle fluid or aerosols. The mean incubation period is 14 days, ranging from 10 to 21 days, and the transmission period is from one or two days before the rash appears to five days after it appears or until crusting of all lesions. People who acquire this infection generally have a good outcome, but about 5% may develop complications such as secondary bacterial infections, upper and lower airway infections and, rarely, encephalitis. 1 The varicella vaccine is not yet available within the universal childhood immunization program in Brazil. The varicella vaccine can be administered to children within three days following household contact with a varicella case, thereby reducing the infection rate and severity of cases.
